This study investigates the extent to which maintenance working memory (Sternberg paradigm), inhibition (Stroop task), and complex attention (dual task) account for variance in performance on the Wisconsin Card Sorting Test (WCST) in 208 normal children and young adults. Age and speed of processing were found to be significant predictors of performance. However, no main effects of working memory, inhibition, or complex attention were found. Results did show a significant complex interaction between working memory and attention, but this was not easily interpreted. The results of this study indicate that the assumed construct validity of the WCST should be accepted with caution. © 2001 Academic Press Neuropsychologists are generally in agreement that the prefrontal cortex is important for a number of higher order processes commonly thought of as 'executive functions.' One of the most challenging neuropsychological issues in recent years is the attempt to isolate the specific component processes involved in prefrontal functioning. Many current neuropsychological theories include working memory, inhibition, and/or complex attention as key component processes of prefrontal functions and thus executive functions (Barkley, 1997; Fuster, 1997; Goldman-Rakic, 1987; Roberts and Pennington, 1996). Fuster (1997) proposes that the prefrontal cortex is principally involved in the temporal organization of behavior. Within this framework, he considers working memory, preparatory set (or motor attention), and inhibitory control to be the three main cognitive functions of the prefrontal cortex with inhibitory control of interference playing a protective role, allowing other prefrontal functions to operate at an optimal level. Barkley's (1997) model of executive function holds that the development of behavioral inhibition is essential for the normal performance of executive functions.
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In contrast to those researchers who suggest that inhibition is the primary component of effective frontal lobe functioning, Goldman-Rakic (1987) argues that perseverative behavior (or lack of inhibition) may be a secondary consequence of a more fundamental impairment in the ability to hold information 'on line' to guide a response. She suggests that working memory has the dual purpose of initiating and guiding correct responses, while disallowing or inhibiting incorrect responses. Roberts and Pennington's (1996) framework of prefrontal functions proposes that the dynamic interaction of working memory and inhibition is necessary for performance on tests that are sensitive to prefrontal impairment. According to this framework, the normally functioning prefrontal cortex maintains a level of constant inhibition. However, inhibition and working memory are thought to be interactive, with working memory activation influencing the strength of inhibitory tendencies. Others, however, see the construct of attentional control as central (Shallice, 1988) .
This study investigates the role of working memory, inhibition, and complex attentional processes during performance on the Wisconsin Card Sorting Task (WCST).
